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ABSTRACT 
The aim of this paper is to provide a comparative analysis of higher education and the 
graduate labour markets in selected European countries (France, Germany, Spain and UK) 
in the context of the expectations of graduates and prospective employers, and respective 
recruitment and selection practices. Expectations of graduating students from a number of 
European collaborating universities are sought and analysed in order to find out about a 
match between the knowledge and skills of graduates and the needs of European 
employers. The study examines the process of graduate recruitment, employee and 
employer expectations, and the role of higher education institutions in meeting such 
expectations. Primary data was gathered from 252 employers and 485 final year 
(graduating) students through the use of questionnaires. The analysis of the data collected 
has revealed different approaches to but similar methods of graduate recruitment between 
the four countries. Despite the current differences in higher education systems and labour 
market trends, the expectations of employers and graduating students are more similar 
than different. It is concluded that EU graduates will have good employment prospects in 
an integrated labour market. 
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Introduction 
Recent studies of graduate recruitment and employability in some European Union (EU) 
countries have concluded that there is a mismatch between the demand for and supply of 
graduates in European labour markets (Eurostat, 2014; Mourshed et al, 2014; Hurrell et 
al., 2011; Weitzel et al. 2008; Wilton, 2011; Helyer and Lee, 2012). Graduates are finding 
it increasingly difficult to gain appropriate employment at a time when they have freedom 
of movement and the choice of working in over twenty countries (Eurostat, 2014). The 
supply of graduates exceeds the demand for graduates in most of the EU labour markets. 
In the United Kingdom (UK), for example, a study of labour market trends between 1986 
and 2006 identified a surplus of about one million graduates who cannot find jobs relevant 
to their degrees (Festead et al., 2007; Gomes, 2012). Although competition for graduate 
jobs has been the toughest ever graduate recruitment is still in the increase as companies 
attempt to recruit the best talent (PwC, 2011; Stephan and Silvia, 2008; Economist, 2011). 
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Graduate underemployment has become a real problem, as many graduates are unable to 
utilise their knowledge and skills (Brown and Hesketh, 2004; Hurrell et al., 2011; 
Mourshed et al, 2014). The challenges that graduates face in a large and highly 
competitive EU labour market arise in part from the fact that there are different higher 
education systems across the EU that award a variety of qualifications that are supposed to 
give their holders better employability prospects. On the supply side, European labour 
markets reflect a wide variety of educational systems, qualifications and academic 
disciplines but the graduate jobs that are available (the demand side) are relatively 
homogeneous, limited in scope and increasingly competitive. Some studies have 
attempted to explore this phenomenon (Anderson and Witvliet 2008; Sackett and Lievens 
2008; Broadbridge et al., 2009; Hurrell et al., 2011) in different sectors of the economy 
but have mainly concentrated on the relationship between the applicant (person) and the 
recruiter (organisation) and have overlooked the role of higher education institutions that 
prepare the person for work in the organisation. Higher education has become widely 
accessible as EU member states aspire to produce highly talented graduates to meet the 
demands of a knowledge economy and to reduce social and economic inequalities. 
However, as Wilton (2011, p. 85) asserted: ‘the relationship between employability and 
employment is far from straightforward’ despite the improvement in employability skills 
through higher education there are still many problems of graduate employment.  
 
The person-organisation fit analysis that has dominated the literature on graduate 
recruitment (Garavan, 2007; Lievens et al., 2001) has restricted the scope for analysing 
and, hence, understanding the process of graduate recruitment because it excludes the role 
that higher education can play in the transition from study to workplace. Moreover, as far 
as European labour markets are concerned, there is limited information about the methods 
organisations throughout Europe use to select graduates from different countries, or about 
the extent to which such methods have been successful in attracting graduates who possess 
appropriate attributes that meet the current and future needs of employers. This study 
looks at the university, graduate, employer relationship in the context of employability 
that is ‘the propensity of the individual student to get employment' (Harvey, 2001, p. 97), 
with the emphasis getting better understanding of globalising trends affecting graduate 
recruitment. Graduate employment is however a two-way process characterised by a 
match between graduate attributes and organisational features and it is influenced by a 
third factor contribution of the higher education institution. On the one hand, further and 
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higher education is expected to prepare students with the necessary attributes for the world 
of work and to provide employers with a choice of talents for their current and future 
operations (Brennan and Little, 2010; Wilton, 2011 and Mazuki et al., 2011). It is 
generally assumed that after years of higher education graduates become confident 
thinkers, determined creators, flexible collaborators, ambitious enquirers or have a similar 
set of attributes. While being equipped with these attributes that are essential for 
employment in any organisation, they develop their own view of their future employers. 
On the other hand, organisational and job features are various and wide-ranging from the 
attractive reward package they provide to graduates to their reputation and market 
position. Graduates ‘have a drive for career success and linear promotion, wanting to meet 
their own personal goals, develop themselves and take personal responsibility for their 
own career’ (Broadbridge et al., 2009: 406). Employee-employer expectations as well as 
the process of graduate recruitment are the focus of this study but before discussing the 
study and its findings, a brief overview of current European labour market trends and 
higher education systems is provided below. 
 
Context and content of European labour markets 
European labour markets differ in size and composition but as EU integration progresses 
they have become more alike in their employment regulations, policies and practices and 
in the composition of the workforce. The adoption of the Social Charter (Teague and 
Grahl, 1991) and the implementation of an increasing number of directives have led to 
similar labour market trends despite the fact that some countries such as the UK are less 
regulated than others such as France and Spain. Common labour market trends include the 
increase in the service sector and the decline in the manufacturing and industrial sectors, 
the growth of small and medium-size enterprises and increasing levels of investment by 
non-European multinational companies. These changes have affected graduate recruitment 
as more and more graduates have had to seek employment in the service sector, small and 
medium-size enterprises and in non-European non-European multinationals (CIPD 2007; 
Anderson and Witvliet 2008; Chillas, 2010). The shift from manufacturing to a service-
oriented economy has to some extent led to a mismatch between the skills demanded and 
available skills, as graduates are not obtaining the qualifications that employers need 
(McKinsey and Company, 2014). In the UK, for example, the number of graduates 
completing mass-communication-related degrees continues to rise (Higher Education 
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Statistics Agency, 2014), despite the fact that demand for media professionals has 
decreased sharply (High Fliers, 2014).  
 
In the light of the increasing intensity and complexity of the business environment 
resulting from technological advances and globalisation, demand for relevant 
qualifications and skills is rising. According to the Office for National Statistics (ONS) 
(2013), non-graduates aged 21 to 30 have consistently higher unemployment rates than 
graduates (14% for young non-graduates, compared with 9% of graduates), suggesting 
that getting a university degree improves job prospects. Interestingly however, the ONS 
(2013) also found that 47% of graduates are currently employed in jobs that do not require 
a higher qualification. The study by the ONS highlighted the rising demand of employers 
and also the competitive nature of labour market in the UK. Furthermore, while companies 
across Europe maintain they have difficulties in finding suitable candidates to fill their 
vacancies, over five million young people across the Europe are unable to find the job 
matching their levels of qualifications and aspirations (Mourshed et al, 2014). Although, 
these jobseekers are not a homogeneous grouping this fact indicates either a mismatch 
between employer and graduate expectations or the argument about an impact of 
globalising forces to the EU economy, as facilitating better conditions for employers and 
jobseekers to match up, is overemphasised (Camagni et al, 2012).  
 
Other characteristics of the EU labour markets are the use of flexible working practices, 
the increasing participation of women, the increasing employment of migrant and mobile 
workers (Eurofound, 2007), high levels of unemployment, shortages in skilled labour and 
an ageing workforce. The use of flexible working practices is common across the EU 
(Brewster, 1998) and has traditionally been used for low-level jobs, mainly benefiting 
women balancing work and family commitments (Straub, 2007). Today all employees are 
expected to accept flexible working arrangements. Many graduates have had to start their 
first jobs on short-term or project-based contracts or on a part-time basis (Mckeown and 
Lindorf, 2010; Terjesen, Vinnicombe and Freeman 2007). In addition, university students 
are increasingly entering the labour market as part-time employees before graduation, 
working on average about 19.8 hours per week (Swain, 1999); more recently, the ONS 
(2014) reported that over a quarter of (27%) students now work while in college or 
university. In a survey of over 4000 graduates across 75 countries, respondents were asked 
which benefits they would most value from an employer. The research found the 
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graduates value training and development and flexible working opportunities over 
financial benefits (PwC, 2011). 
 
These trends have had a significant impact on how employers attract and select future 
employees. Methods of graduate recruitment used in the 1990s were different from those 
used today. For example, a 1990s study of graduate recruitment in the UK found that 
application forms, the milk round (pre-screening interviews with graduates) and paper 
advertising were the most popular methods of recruitment (Keenan, 1995). Carroll et al. 
(1999) however noted that word-of-mouth recruitment is one of the most common 
recruitment methods adopted by SMEs in UK.  By 2007, the use of the Internet, graduate 
agencies and graduate fairs had become the most popular methods (CIPD, 2007; Branine, 
2008). Elsewhere in the EU the recruitment of graduates was often based on direct contact 
with graduates, through internships, word of mouth (Van Hoye and Lievens, 2007) and 
unsolicited applications (Dany and Torchy, 1994). Although these methods still exist, 
there have been many changes because of the recent advances in the use of information 
and communication technologies (Anderson and Witvliet 2008; High Fliers, 2014; PwC, 
2011; Weitzel et al. 2008). In Germany, for example, the most popular method of 
recruitment in the top 1,000 companies is electronic. More than 89% of German 
companies use their company websites to advertise job vacancies and only 27% use print 
media (Weitzel et al. 2008). In France and Germany, establishing links with universities 
through internships, guest lectures, or sponsorships is another way of having direct contact 
with graduate applicants. High Fliers (2014) reports that in 2013 over 90% of employers 
in the UK have taken part in university careers fairs and organised their own on-campus 
recruitment presentations. The use of graduate recruitment agencies is on the increase 
throughout the EU but is still the least preferred method of recruitment in Germany and 
the Scandinavian countries (Jung, 2006). With a sample of 462 respondent organisations, 
the CIPD (2013) reports that the most effective methods for attracting candidates in the 
UK were through corporate websites, commercial job boards, apprenticeships and 
professional networking sites such as LinkedIn. In the UK, university-based career 
services play a significant role in supporting students, acting as the interface between 
students and potential employers (High Fliers, 2014).  
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Selection methods such as interviews, tests and references are still used throughout the EU 
but have changed in their nature and level of use from one organisation to another and 
from one country to country. A study by Anderson and Witvliet (2008) of reactions to 
personnel selection methods in France, Holland, Portugal, Singapore, Spain and the 
United States of America found that the most popular methods among the respondents 
were interviews, work sample tests and curricula vitae (CV); and that the least popular 
methods were graphology, personal contacts and personality tests. The CIPD (2013) 
reports that interviews remain the most common selection method in the UK, whereby all 
the organisations that use interviews use face-to-face techniques, over half of them (56%) 
telephone interviews and nearly a third of them (30%) use video interviews. Other studies 
found that the use of psychometric testing was most popular in Finland, Portugal and 
Spain and least popular in Germany and the UK (Dany and Torchy, 1994; CIPD, 2013). 
Psychometric tests have become increasingly popular when organisations have to select 
from a large number of applicants. Assessment centres are most popular in the 
Netherlands, Finland, Spain and the UK. The use of references was less common in Spain 
and the Netherlands and most popular in Sweden, Norway, Ireland and the UK (Dany and 
Torchy, 1994; Burgess, 1997; CIPD, 2013). It is also common in France, Belgium, 
Germany and Spain to select applicants by competitive examination, or by requiring them 
to pass an induction or training course.  
 
Higher education: systems, changes and challenges  
It is often argued that the main role of higher education institutions is to prepare students 
for employment (Nabi and Bagley, 1998; Mazuki et al., 2011). In Greece and Portugal, 
graduate unemployment is as high as non-graduate unemployment (Mourshed et al, 2014). 
In the UK, the proportion of recent graduates who work in jobs not requiring knowledge 
and skills developed through higher education (Elias and Purcell, 2004) rose from 37% in 
2001 to 47% in 2013 (ONS, 2013). As a result, according to McKinsey survey conducted 
August–September 2012 27% young people in Europe have doubts about the value of 
post-secondary education and have opted out of pursuing higher education (Mourshed et 
al, 2014). However, it is also argued that the main aim of higher education is to ‘develop 
the knowledge, skills, moral values, and understanding required in all aspects of life rather 
than knowledge and skills relating to only a limited field of activity’ (Reid and Barrington, 
1997, p. 47). It is suggested that university graduates already possess abilities and skills 
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acquired from experience and from previous education. Higher education then builds on 
these by providing opportunities for further development of these skills and knowledge, 
which are then normally further enhanced through employment (Gush, 1996a; Etzkowitz 
and Leydesdorff, 1997; Boden and Nedeva, 2010). The responsibility for the development 
of graduate skills cannot therefore solely rest with higher education although its role 
cannot be underestimated. Widening participation in higher education by giving wider 
access to universities was expected to reduce differences between classes in society and to 
provide employment opportunities for all (Iannelli, 2007). EU member states’ policies 
have been geared towards the mass production of graduates in order to achieve high levels 
of graduate employment, improved economic productivity and reduced social inequality. 
In the UK, for example, the paper Higher Ambitions, The Future of Universities in a 
Knowledge Economy by the Department for Business Innovation and Skills (2009) clearly 
stressed the need for wider access to highly selective universities for those from 
underprivileged backgrounds. Such policies have been aimed at increasing the number of 
graduates to meet the needs of increasingly competitive knowledge economies. However, 
skill shortages are still evident in some sectors of the economy, especially for jobs that 
require high levels of numeracy (Hilton, 2008; Mourshed et al, 2014; PwC, 2011). The 
move from élite to mass higher education over the last twenty years has created a supply 
of highly qualified (degree-holding) but not necessary talented and skilled labour. It is also 
argued that despite wider access to higher education, social and economic inequalities still 
exist (Hilton, 2008; Iannelli, 2007; Little, 2008; Mourshed et al, 2014; Purcell et al., 2005, 
2006). 
 
Different higher education systems and qualification frameworks still exist throughout the 
EU despite recent harmonisation efforts under the Bologna agreement. The British higher 
education system was different from that of most of other European countries at the 
beginning of Bologna Process in 1999 with the three cycle degree system: bachelor 
degrees followed by masters degrees and then doctorates (Watcher, 2004 In comparison, 
the Spanish higher education system was divided into three cycles:  Diplomado courses 
last for three years, Licenciado courses last for five to six years and the final cycle is 
called Doctor. Normally the Licenciado is equivalent to the British Honours degree and is 
offered by university faculties (Facultades Universitiarias). In Germany, higher education 
is delivered in academic universities and applied universities (Fachhochschulen). 
Universities provide traditional academic education while the Fachhochschulen provide 
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courses in applied sciences. Entry into higher education has become more competitive as 
strict selection criteria have been introduced for different disciplines. These examples 
illustrate the divergence of educational systems in EU member states although changes are 
in progress as the Bologna initiative is being implemented. The other distinction in higher 
education institutions, not affected by the Bologna process, is that they differ in perceived 
reputation in relation to their age and location rather than ranking typically driven by 
research (Maringe and Foskett, 2012). Old universities are perceived to be better than the 
new ones; ones in bigger cities are well known compared to the ones in small ones and 
large universities often receive more public acclamation than the small ones. Therefore, 
graduate employment prospects are very often affected by where rather than what the 
graduate studied (Iannelli, 2007). In France, for example, education at a Grande École 
gives far better access to an élite professional career than studying in a university does 
(Little, 2008; Brennan and Little, 2010). 
 
EU Ministers of Education agreed at a meeting in Bologna in 1999 to work together to 
achieve greater compatibility between European higher education systems by establishing, 
by 2010, a common European higher education system that would be more transparent 
and internationally competitive (Rauner, 2008). The Bologna declaration included such 
initiatives as the encouragement of student and staff mobility between EU member states 
through joint and exchange education programmes. It also envisaged greater mobility of 
students within the EU for study and to broaden their experience (Department of 
Education and Skills, 2007). All EU member states have signed up to the Bologna 
objectives and more than 45 countries worldwide have recognised the proposed education 
structure and its qualifications. The Bologna model of a two-stage education structure is 
not too different from the current bachelor and master degree structure in the UK while in 
many other EU countries the adoption of the model has posed significant challenges 
because it requires considerable changes in their qualification systems. So far most of the 
countries signatory to the Bologna declaration have been unable to fit their qualification 
structures with those of the Bologna framework and have kept their own equivalent 
qualifications. As from 2005, following the Bergen Conference of European Ministers 
Responsible for Higher Education held on 19-20 May 2005 which emphasized the 
importance of harmonizing the degree learning outcomes, it has been recognised that a full 
convergence in terms of time spent on a degree is not as significant as the competencies 
and knowledge gained from such a degree. This was confirmed at another ministerial 
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meeting held on 17-18 May 2007 in London, which reaffirmed that a good progress had 
been made towards the realisation of the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) in 
terms of mobility, recognition, lifelong learning and degree structures but there were still 
many obstacles towards the full achievement of the Declaration’s objectives, especially 
the harmonisation of qualifications and employability. Moreover, the Budapest-Vienna 
Declaration of 12 March 2010 launched the EHEA and renewed the members’ 
commitment to the full implementation of the agreed objectives but at the same time it 
was acknowledged that much still had to be done at the national and institutional levels to 
reach the projected goals. Fifteen years on, the Bologna declaration objectives are yet to 
be fully met but significant progress has been made in terms of academics and students’ 
mobility, mutual confidence in and recognition of the member states’ qualifications, and 
the promotion of quality standards of higher education within the EHEA and beyond as 
more and more countries have joined in. However, there are still many challenges to 
overcome like effective learning outcomes and employability, equitable access to higher 
education (social dimension) and life long learning (see Dima, 2014).  The four EU 
countries involved in this study have been at the forefront in showing commitment and 
making significant progress towards the achievement of the Bologna Declaration 
objectives but it is yet clear to what extent their commitment has had any impact on 
graduate recruitment and graduate employability of their universities’ graduates; and 
hence this is one of the objectives of this research study. 
 
This study aims to review the university, graduate, employer relationship in four EU 
countries: France, Germany, Spain and the UK with respect to aforementioned influences 
on graduate recruitment in the context of globalisation and convergence thesis. 
 
The Study 
The research for this study was based on a combination of secondary and primary data. 
Secondary data was collected through a review of relevant literature, mainly in English, on 
labour market trends, higher education systems and graduate recruitment in the countries 
studied. Primary data was collected from four EU countries (France, Germany, Spain and 
the UK) through the use of questionnaires. Two types of questionnaire were used; one to 
gather data from prospective employers and the other to collect data from final-year 
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students. The questionnaires were produced in English and then translated into the 
relevant European languages.  
 
The employer questionnaire was divided into five sections aimed at collecting information 
about the organisation and its activities, the methods of recruitment and selection used, the 
graduate attributes and skills required, the provisions for graduate employment and career 
progression and the problems encountered in recruiting appropriate talents for their 
operations. A total of 500 questionnaires were sent by e-mail or by post to employers in 
the UK, selected randomly from the Prospects Directory, the Graduate Employment and 
Training Directory and the Times Top 100 Graduate Recruiters. About two thirds of 
employers contacted were large multinational companies and one-third small and medium 
enterprises. The response rate from the British sample was just above 30 percent (156). 
Also 220 questionnaires were sent by e-mail or distributed by post or by hand (depending 
on what was possible) as follows: 100 questionnaires to employers in France, 70 
questionnaires to employers in Germany and 50 questionnaires to employers in Spain. The 
samples represented a mixture of different organisational sizes and sectors of the 
economy. The response rates varied from 46% in France to 58% in Germany and 20% in 
Spain.  The overall response rate from employers was about 35% as only 252 of the 
returned questionnaires were usable. 
 
Final-year student questionnaires were designed to collect data on graduate expectations 
of their future employers and on their experiences of applying for graduate employment. 
The questionnaires were distributed via career services in eight universities in the UK 
where European students on exchange programmes were pursuing their university 
education and also distributed directly through colleagues to final-year students in three 
universities in France, two universities in Germany and one university in Spain. A total of 
800 questionnaires were distributed but the majority were distributed to home and EU 
students at UK universities. The response rate was about 60% as 485 usable 
questionnaires were returned (Table 1). The numbers of questionnaires returned by 
country were France (105), Germany (100), Spain (30) and the UK (250).  
 
Table 1: Questionnaires distributed by country and response rate (%) 
Country France            Germany            Spain              UK                  Total 
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Employers 100 (46%)      70 (58%)          50 (20%)       500 (30%)       720 (35%) 
Students 155 (68%)      180 (55%)        60 (50%)       405 (62%)       800 (60%)  
 
The Findings  
Analysis of the data collected has revealed several similarities as well as some differences 
in the process of graduate recruitment and selection between the four countries studied. 
There are signs of an emerging convergence in the practice of graduate recruitment among 
the four EU countries despite the prevalent differences in higher education systems and 
labour market trends. The findings are presented below under recruitment methods, 
selection methods, employer expectations and graduate expectations and experiences.  
 
Recruitment methods 
As it would have been expected, the most popular method of graduate recruitment was the 
Internet (Table 2). This is hardly surprising but the use of the Internet differed in nature, 
type and level of use from one country to another. In the UK, the most popular method 
was the company website followed by dedicated graduate recruitment websites. Some 
organisations used recruitment agencies and career centre websites. In France and 
Germany, most organisations used their websites and targeted recruitment media 
(newspapers and magazines) websites and, in most cases, used English as well as the 
home language. In Spain, they used company and national newspaper websites mainly in 
Spanish. The second most popular method was the use of graduate recruitment literature 
such as brochures, newsletters and national graduate recruitment directories, such as 
Prospects Directory, the Graduate Employment and Training Directory and Prospects 
Today in the UK, Berufsstart and Der Hobsons in Germany and El Pais and ABC in 
Spain. The use of national and international print media (newspapers and magazines) 
came third as all the respondents from large organisations (1000+ employees) in all the 
four countries said they used them. It seems that the use of the Internet has complemented 
rather than replaced organisational own printed literature and national or international 
print media for the advertising of job vacancies. The use of university career centres was 
common in France, Spain and the UK as more than 50% of respondents from these 
countries said they used them although only about a third of German respondents used 
them. The use of presentations to final year students by management was significantly low 
in all four countries although slightly higher in the UK and France.  
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Table 2: Methods of graduate recruitment by country 
                  Country   France         Germany          Spain            UK          Overall 
Method      %                  %                    %                 %               % 
Newspapers/magazines 
Career fairs 
Career centres 
Milk round 
Presentations 
Careers literature 
Recruitment agencies 
Internet 
Other 
    96                 87                  100                88              93 
    37                 22                    45                65              42 
    52                 33                    58                60              51              
    10                 03                    12                26              13 
    20                 15                    10                22              17 
  100                 98                   100               95              98 
    46                 35                     42               20              36 
  100                100                   100             100            100 
    52                  40                     37               45              44 
 
Moreover, there were some differences among the respondents in relation to the use of 
graduate recruitment methods such as career fairs, the milk round and recruitment 
agencies. In the UK, the so-called ‘milk round’ was used by 26% of respondents but 
appeared however to be less popular than methods such as graduate recruitment fairs 
(65%).  In other countries, the milk round was confused with recruitment fairs and 
presentations because it was not understood to be different. The least popular method of 
graduate recruitment in the UK was the use of recruitment agencies (20%), which was the 
most popular method in France (46%) and Spain (42%). It should be noted that among the 
UK sample, the large employers used recruitment agencies more than the small ones 
especially for the recruitment of specialised and skilled employees. ‘Other’ included the 
use of the word of mouth and recommendations, which were popular in France (62%) and 
Spain (83%), headhunting, which was mentioned by 20% of the UK respondents and 5% 
of German respondents, unsolicited applications, which were mentioned by 76% of the 
French, 68% of the Spanish, 32% of the British and 12 % of the German respondents and 
work placements or internships, which were high in Germany (98%) and France (65%) 
and low in Spain (22%) and the UK (13%).  
 
Selection methods 
Again, it was not surprising to find that the interview was the most common method of 
selection (Table 3) although the respondents did differ in their approach and level in the 
 13 
use of this method. All respondents used interviews in graduate recruitment but the 
method varied, with more than 50% of the German and UK respondents indicating that 
they had used more than one interview per applicant and about 40% indicating that they 
used both single interviewer and panel interviews; whereas in France and Spain, more 
than 50% of the respondents said they had used one interview. The use of panel 
interviewing was less common in Spain, with only 12% of the respondents using it. More 
than half (53%) of the Spanish respondents said they had used a single interviewer but 
about 35% said they used a combination of interviewing techniques. Telephone interviews 
were also used by more than 70% of the British, 60% of the German, 43% of the French 
and 26% of the Spanish respondents who said that they had used it because it was 
convenient, cheap and saved time. The results also show that more than 70% of the 
respondents had application forms but only 37% had application forms designed 
specifically for the selection of graduate applicants. Also, more than 70% of the 
respondents used a CV together with a letter or an application form but only 26% relied on 
a CV alone. Short-listing in Spain and France was mainly based on the CV and the 
covering letter but in the UK and Germany the normal procedure started with the 
assessment of application forms depending on whether they were standard employer 
application forms, a job specific (graduate application) forms, or the combination of a CV 
and application form.  
 
Table 3: Methods of graduate selection by country 
                Country    France         Germany        Spain          UK             Overall 
Method        %                  %                  %               %                 %               
CV & Letter 
CV only 
CV +Application 
Employer application 
Graduate application 
Interviews 
Tests 
Assessment centres 
References 
Other 
 95                  72                83               68               80 
 24                  26                25               30               26 
 75                  82                64               91               78 
 63                  76                75               65               70 
 40                  35                28               43               37 
100                100              100             100             100 
  72                  75                60               62               67               
  21                  23                10               35               22 
100                  97                95              100              98 
  27                   20               12                10              17 
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In the UK, 62% of employers, mainly large companies, used aptitude tests but they were 
more common in France (72%) and Germany (75%). More than a third (35%) of the UK 
respondents used assessment centres but this is the highest with 21% using them in 
France, 23% in Germany and 10% in Spain. Although more than 98% of all respondents 
indicated that they had requested references, a third (34%) did so only after offers had 
been made. This means that references were not used as a selection tool but to confirm 
information submitted by candidates. The most common qualities asked for in references 
were honesty, reliability, time keeping, punctuality, alongside information including 
confirmation of details, character, attendance, suitability, teamwork and performance. 
‘Other’ included the successful completion of a work placement or internship, a good 
health report, completion of national service, having a work permit, having no criminal 
record and passing an entrance examination. These selection requirements differed from 
one country to another. For example, the German respondents mentioned work placements 
and good health report while Spanish respondents mentioned the health report, national 
service and entrance examination. The British respondents mentioned criminal record and 
work permit.  
 
Employer expectations 
Employer expectations (Table 4) varied depending on organisation size and the nature of 
their operations but it was interesting to note that the majority of the British and German 
respondents expected newly graduated students to have good transferable skills rather than 
excellent academic grades, whereas the majority of the French and the Spanish 
respondents emphasised excellent academic qualifications over transferable skills. 
Overall, nearly 70% of the respondents thought that degree classification was important 
and had considered only those applicants with at least a lower second-class honours 
degree or equivalent. This finding is consistent with the work of Ball (2014) who found 
that graduates with first-class degrees are less likely to be out of work than those with 
lower grades. The most required qualities were ‘the willingness to learn’ (81%), 
‘teamwork’ (73%) and ‘the desire to achieve and motivation’ (72%). Most of the 
respondents expected their potential employees to have good communication skills (oral 
and written), leadership skills, IT skills, dependability or reliability and confidence or 
assertiveness. German employers added professional competence and the ability to 
manage change. Spanish employers added language skills as an important factor while the 
French employers rated good knowledge of the job as another important attribute. 
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Interestingly, drive and energy and research or inquiry skills were not rated highly by all 
respondents (48% and 36% respectively) but this may be a reflection of the type of 
organisations and sectors studied.  
 
Moreover, the respondents were asked whether the place of higher education attended by 
the candidate would influence their chance of employment with the company. More than 
three-quarters (78%) of the French and more than half (56 %) of the Spanish respondents 
said yes it would but only a third (33%) of the British and about a quarter (26%) of the 
German respondents thought the same way. However, of those who stated that it would, 
the British had no specific preferences because they either stated the ‘top universities in 
the country’ or ‘universities offering relevant courses’, whereas the French were more 
specific because most of them preferred graduates from the Grandes Écoles or Écoles 
Superieures. The Spanish respondents were less specific in their replies with equal 
numbers of respondents preferring colleges of higher education, old universities, technical 
schools, specialised business schools and universities with a high reputation. In general, 
the degree classification was more important than the type of college/university attended. 
 
Table 4: Employers’ expectations 
Attributes/skills France Germany Spain UK Overall 
 
Desire to achieve/motivation 
Willingness to learn 
Commitment/loyalty 
Confidence/assertiveness 
Dependability/reliability 
Problem solving ability 
Drive/energy 
Teamwork 
Oral communication skills 
Written communication skills 
IT skills 
Presentation skills 
Time management 
% 
65 
98 
55 
62 
45 
66 
42 
72 
83 
85 
65 
66 
43 
% 
86 
62 
74 
68 
87 
72 
45 
68 
56 
55 
73 
47 
82 
% 
63 
74 
60 
55 
58 
55 
48 
75 
52 
40 
65 
58 
46 
% 
75 
89 
62 
73 
78 
62 
57 
77 
65 
68 
67 
68 
56 
% 
72 
81 
63 
65 
67 
64 
48 
73 
64 
62 
68 
60 
58 
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Degree classification 
Type of college/university 
Subject/discipline 
Entrepreneurial skills 
Leadership skills 
Research/inquiry skills 
Other (business awareness, 
ethical thinking, potential, 
decisiveness) 
75 
78 
63 
46 
60 
38 
25 
 
60 
26 
58 
50 
65 
40 
30 
78 
56 
64 
56 
45 
30 
28 
62 
33 
54 
60 
68 
35 
23 
69 
48 
60 
53 
60 
36 
27 
 
 
Graduate expectations and experiences 
The analysis of data collected about the expectations and experiences of final-year 
students revealed more similarities than differences among the graduates of the four 
countries studied. In general, career progression, training opportunities, good salary and 
benefits were among the factors most expected by graduates. More than 90% of students 
from the UK sample considered training opportunities and the reputation of the company 
as highly important. More British and Spanish than French or German respondents 
thought that pay and benefits were important features in their choice of future employer. 
However, the majority of the respondents did not consider the work location to be 
important. This shows that new graduates are willing to work in anywhere in the EU for 
the right job. Also, most of the respondents did not consider caring for the environment to 
be important in their choice of potential employer. Job security was seen to be very 
important while flexible working hours were not. This is possibly because most of the 
graduates studied did not have family commitments and therefore work-family balance 
was not yet an issue for them. This finding is inconsistent with the study PwC (2011) that 
found young people gave more weight to flexible working than to monetary rewards. One 
possible explanation is that the respondents of PwC (2011) come from wealthier 
backgrounds or that family commitments are more important to them. ‘Other’ included 
travelling, sports facilities, ethical behaviour, equality and fairness, which were mentioned 
by 26% of the respondents.  
 
Table 5: Graduates’ expectations 
Expectations France Germany Spain UK Overall 
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Career progression   
Training opportunities 
Salary 
Benefits and allowances 
Reputation  
Caring for the environment 
Location 
Good working environment 
Flexible working hours 
Job security 
Other (travelling, fairness, 
equality, sports facilities, ethical 
behaviour)  
% 
86 
75 
80 
77 
60 
20 
25 
55 
42 
75 
24 
% 
90 
73 
82 
67 
80 
34 
16 
50 
33 
66 
37 
% 
78 
78 
95 
80 
45 
10 
05 
43 
28 
78 
12 
% 
88 
92 
83 
78 
90 
38 
20 
45 
43 
70 
32 
% 
86 
80 
85 
76 
69 
26 
17 
50 
33 
72 
26 
 
 
 
The majority of the respondents found the use of the Internet a convenient way of finding 
graduate jobs but this varied slightly from one country to another. More German and 
French than British and Spanish students used the Internet regularly to look for jobs. 
Newspaper advertisements are still widely used but were the most common method used 
by students in Spain and the least by students in Germany. Other ways by which students 
became aware of vacancies in all four countries included word of mouth, networking, 
recruitment agencies and previous employees but word of mouth and the use of friends 
and relatives were more common in France and Spain than in Germany or the UK. This 
confirms the responses, above, made by employers in relation to the methods of 
recruitment they used. . 
  
Most of the respondents found the use of the CV and covering letter cost effective, the use 
of application forms time consuming and the use of interviews a daunting experience. 
However, most of the respondents among the graduating students indicated that interviews 
were important for both the candidate and the employer. Over 50% of the respondents 
stated that their lack of experience of being interviewed made them unable to answer 
certain interview questions and that the impressions they got at the interview affected their 
decision to accept or reject the offer of a job. Most of the French and Spanish respondents 
found interviews too formal and intimidating. By contrast, most of the British and German 
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respondents found interviews informal and friendly and a learning experience. Most of the 
students found aptitude tests to be stressful and not an accurate reflection of ability and 
that they had little relevance to real life activities because of their subjective nature. 
Assessment centres were found to give a good overall evaluation of applicant performance 
because they use a variety of selection methods but they were found to be highly 
demanding and stressful especially for those who found socialising and working in a 
group difficult. Work placements were found to be very useful and rewarding to both the 
candidate and the employer, especially by the German and the French respondents. 
However, some students from the UK and Spain felt that work placements had not been 
used for developmental purposes especially when the student was treated as an extra 
employee to do trivial and repetitive tasks.  
 
Discussion  
The analysis of the findings leads to the conclusion that there are more similarities than 
differences in the process of graduate recruitment and selection among the four countries 
studied. This partly supports some of the previous studies on the subject of graduate 
employment in the EU countries (Little, 2008; Branine, 2008, Brennan and Little, 2010) 
but the objective of this paper is to also investigate the employability of graduates in EU 
labour markets and the possibility of developing a common approach or model of graduate 
recruitment. To meet this objective, it has been important to explore the correlation 
between organisational features (graduate expectations) and graduate attributes (employer 
expectations) and the role of institutions of higher education as the intermediary factor.  
 
This study confirms the existence of common expectations of employers among EU 
graduates. This supports Brennan and Little’s (2010, p. 9) conclusion that ‘the UK 
graduates did not differ significantly from other European graduates in their perception of 
the competencies required of them and the extent to which they were possessed’. It seems 
that the graduates' choice of their potential employers and the employers’ expectations of 
graduates’ attributes or qualities are influenced by economic and organisational rather than 
social and political factors. The equation is very simple. Most graduates look for jobs that 
would provide them with career progression, training opportunities, a good salary and 
benefits and employment security while most employers look for graduates who are 
motivated and willing to learn and to work in teams and have good communication skills 
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(oral and written), leadership skills and IT skills. This simple equation requires the 
efficient involvement of a common denominator that is institutions of higher education. 
Some of the differences in graduate recruitment between the countries studied are mainly 
to do with the current differences in higher education systems.  
 
The link between higher education institutions and the economy (employers) is the labour 
market. Higher education institutions are expected to control the supply side and 
employers are responsible for the demand side of the market. Understanding the supply 
and demand sides of the graduate labour market is of paramount importance for the 
development of appropriate approaches to graduate recruitment and selection. Higher 
education institutions play a significant role in preparing graduates for future employment. 
Therefore, a stronger fit between higher education and the labour market could make the 
transition from formal education to the world of work easier and the process of graduate 
recruitment clearer to both employers and graduates. 
 
Conclusions 
The most popular method of graduate recruitment was the Internet, followed by graduate 
recruitment literature such as brochures, newsletters and national graduate recruitment 
directories and finally newspapers/magazines. This has implications for recruitment 
practice becoming more global as the Internet has no boundaries, whereas higher 
education institutions have more input into the more localised graduate recruitment 
services. With respect to the selection process it is not surprising that the interview is the 
most common method of selection, however, it is important to notice that references are 
an important contributor to the selection decisions. This supports the acknowledged view 
that the reliability and validity of interviews is quite low (Huffcutt et al., 2013; Marchese 
and Muchinsky, 1993; Posthuma et al., 2002), hence there is a need to cross-match the 
interview outcome with references to create a more reliable measure of future 
performance, these findings are consistent with across all four EU countries.  
 
Employer expectations however vary from country to country. The highest scores 
attributed by French, Spanish and British employers relate to such attributes as 
‘willingness to learn’, with German employers more concerned about efficiency of 
graduates in the context of reliability and time management. The ability to work in a team 
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and being motivated are to some extent named by all employers as important, 
corroborating the numerous employability related studies (Brown et al., 2003; Hillage and 
Pollard, 1998; McQuaid and Lindsay, 2005; Pegg et al., 2012; Rae, 2007; Yorke and 
Knight, 2006). Despite common belief (Wilton, 2008), such skills as research or inquiry 
are not rated highly by all surveyed employers, however this finding can be rationalised 
with the reference to the types of organisations and sectors studied.  
 
The findings stemming from the analysis of the expectations of graduates indicate certain 
similarities across all four EU countries. The graduates have high expectations of career 
progression, training opportunities, good salary and benefits amongst all other factors. 
This finding contradicts the PwC (2011) study indicating that young people put more 
weight on flexible working than monetary rewards. This may be attributed to the age 
factor of the respondents in both studies as well as their financial background, neither 
parameter has been controlled within this study. 
 
Further study of graduate recruitment in the EU labour market needs to look at graduate 
employment within different sectors and types of companies (for example, large versus 
small), while considering some key demographic variables such as the age of graduates 
and their financial background.  
 
The process of graduate recruitment and the prospects of graduate employment in the EU 
are still under-researched and open to contradictory interpretations. This study attempted 
to explore the employability prospects of graduates in four EU labour markets where more 
and more students from one country are graduating from universities of other countries 
and are likely to be employed in their home country or in third countries. The study 
examines the process of graduate recruitment, employee and employer expectations and 
the role of higher education institutions in meeting such expectations. The findings 
suggest that although differences between the recruitment and selection procedures do 
exist, these are not at opposite ends of the scale. All countries studied are found to use 
similar methods but to varying degrees. It would be possible to combine procedures to 
develop a common system with some nationally based variations.  
 
Higher education systems within the EU are still different but they are undergoing 
substantial changes, among which the commitment to meeting the Bologna declaration 
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objectives is the most significant one. With the implementation of the Bologna declaration 
it will even become possible to have a common degree structure and to develop a pan-
European model of graduate recruitment and selection. This study will be of use to 
graduates of all nationalities who wish to seek employment in the EU and to graduate 
employers who wish to have a wider pool of graduate applicants with a variety of skills 
and abilities.  
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